There was considerable reason for doubting at one time whether John Timberlake would ever have the opportunity to keep his word to his wife, for after showing signs of growing weakness for some months, alarming symptoms were suddenly developed, and it looked very much as though poor Mrs. Timberlake would never call upon her husband to redeem his promise. The family doctor gave her up, but he said there was just a chance, and advised a consultation with a surgeon who had suddenly acquired a great reputation by reason of his brilliant achievements in regard to cases hitherto deemed hopeless. The great man added one more to his successes when he took Mrs. Timberlake in hand, and in a few months she declared, with every evidence of reason, that she had never been better in her life. ***** Mr. Vinnicombe Gives Trouble.
"My dear," said Mr. John Timberlake to his wife, who had followed him to his study one morning, and who stood looking thoughtfully through the window at the well-kept lawn, "this is a troublesome business of poor Vinnicombe's. Heaven knows I want to do what is right by my old friend, but I wish it had fallen to someone else's lot to carry out his wishes. I don't like the responsibility of dealing with all this money, and I am afraid I shall have to go up to Loudon, and, altogether, if it didn't sound unkindly, I should say that I am very sorry he made me his executor." "John!" returned his wife, with as much rebuke in her tone as was consistent with the sweetness of her disposition, "do think how great power of doing good he has put into your hands." "I think," returned John, "that men should do good themselves, and not by deputy. Why did Vinnicombe leave it to me after he has gone out of the world, to do that which, if it's to be done at all, he ought to have done while he was in it ? Besides, I am not altogether sure, my dear, I wholly approve of the instructions I must follow. I daresay hospitals are, on the whole, deserving places, but I've never had anything to do with them, and I have read things about them I don't altogether like. Somebody said the other day that they fertilise the field of pauperism, and for my part I '' There is," said Dr. Rowe,'' something very radically wrong, indeed ; but not on the part of the hospitals. As to keeping within their incomes, why that is just what they wish they could do, but some of them can scarcely be said to have any." " How do they exist, then ?" "As beggars, more's the pity. They live from hand to mouth, and often have to go in debt for the loaves they buy to feed the sufferers they shelter."
" That is, they run up bills and leave the public to pay them ; and, speaking as an old business man, I say it's shameful. If they can't meet their liabilities, let them put up their shutters." Death or Debt.
" 'What! " cried Dr. Rowe, with mingled indignation and amusement, " turn the poor people out of their beds into the street to die in the gutter ? I tell you that is the alternative ?die in the gutter ! Remember, not a bit of provision for treating them is made by the nation or the Government. The whole of this duty is left to the voluntary hospitals, and when private citizens are found willing to discharge this great imperial duty at their own cost, the only way the Government can find to show its appreciation of their services is to tax them." "Impossible !" cried Mr. Timberlake.
"
Only the other day an attempt was made to enforce the tax on man-servants in the case of the porters and male nurses of a hospital, and though it may not be usual to go to the length of that absurdity, yet the fact remains that the London hospitals are made to pay thousands a-year towards poor and other local rates.
Besides, as to leaving the bilL to be paid by the public, that is exactly what ought to be done ; and if the public had any conscience in the matter, every individual would consider it a privilege to pay his share of a common debt. Now take yourself, Timberlake ; look at the debt you owe "I quite believe that," returned the Doctor ; "but the surgeon who saved her entered it a great many times, and brought away all the knowledge and skill he possessed from the work he had seen carried on within those walls. Speaking humanly, it is as certain as anything can be that it is owing to the labours of our hospitals that your home, for one, is not desolate."
Mr. Timberlake grew thoughtful, but did not yield to this argument without a struggle, though in the end he admitted there was something in it ; and Dr. Rowe, making the most of the concession, laid down the position with much emphasis and some fervour. " So," said he, summing up, " it comes to this?if there were no hospitals there would be no knowledge of medicine and surgery, and all the gifts which science is ready to put into our hands would be lost for want of the power to turn them to account." Mr. Timberlake, whose acquaintance with hospitals was chiefly gained from certain cynical criticisms which he had read from time to time, and whose old mercantile spirit was especially impatient of their impecuniosity, was perhaps one of the very last persons in the world to whom the task of distributing a fund for their relief should have been entrusted. But at least he had this recommendation?he was conscientiously desirous to do his duty; and it was therefore with great satisfaction that he found his friend Dr. Rowe, in whose judgment he confided, was deeply interested in the matter under consideration, and ready to help him in every way he could.
Friends in Council.
So, the Doctor's mare having been put into the stable, the two sat down to pass the morning in conference. " As he in his uncontrolled discretion may select," repeated But Mrs. Russell was not able to answer, for it appeared all had been arranged in a hurry, and she did not know anything about London, and she was "very upset-like," but she hoped they would cure him, and they would send a message to Northhoe, and then the doctor would come and tell her about it.
So all Mr. Timberlake could learn was that out of that wild upland solitude poor Farmer Russell had been given over in implicit faith to the keeping of a hospital in London.
When they drove up to the little station at Northhoe Dr. Rowe had just arrived, and by the time they had shaken hands and taken their tickets the train hove in sight.
A railway run of five hours brought the two friends to Reading, where they changed into a slow train, for Mr. Timberlake had arranged they would dine and sleep at his wife's sister's little place, and this was best reached from one of the stations a few miles west of Paddington. He had a distinct purpose in view when he accepted the invitation of his sister-in-law, for he knew that a great part of her quiet life was spent in ministrations among the sick, and he thought it would be very pleasant to have a chat with her over the business which had brought him to town.
Immediately the fly turned out of the dusty high road into the shady carriage-way leading to Fairlawn, the pretty little house owned and occupied by Miss Kate Verity, a sense of peace seemed to make itself felt. Everybody who visited the place was conscious of its presence, yet nobody was able quite to explain whence it came. It might have been merely the effect of the contrast between the broad, noisy highway and the leafy little avenue, where the only sounds besides the grating of the wheels upon the gravel were the soft rustling of leaves and the trill of birds in the branches of chestnut and elm and copper beech overhead.
When they turned an abrupt bend in the drive the cottage was revealed, clad in leafage and blossom, with a bright awning stretching forward from the porch, and under it the lithe form of Miss Kate herself ; one of those women still sweet and beautiful in the autumn of their lives, of whom we never cease to wonder that they are old maids, yet would' not have them anything else, lest change should mar the perfection we worship.
Miss Kate Verity.
Miss Kate Verity was a lady whose modest fortune was employed in giving practical effect to her permanent conviction that all wealth is held in trust for the promotion of God's work; and when she had made provision for one or two needy relations, she felt at liberty to pursue her own plans in her own way. A considerable part of her income was given directly to various charitable agencies ; another portion was dispersed unostentatiously among the necessitous in the neighbourhood, and, not content with this, she maintained about her, under the pious pretence that they were of use, several old friends who had fallen upon evil days, and shared the comforts of her home with a changing company of three convalescent women from different London hospitals. As the bed allotted to Russell was empty, Mr. Timberlake hurried back to the day-room. Russell was not there, however, and the sister explained he had gone to the electrical room.
" Oh, well," said the superintendent, " we can take that on our way ; I think you may find it interesting."
The Electrical Room,
The electrical room was adjacent to the department for out-patients, and was of fair size, though the floor space was considerably diminished by the formidable array of apparatus. The chief agent made the least show, perhaps, as it appeared to consist of little more than a few insulated wires connected with a table, but these wires came direct from a chamber below, bringing to the service of the physicians the powerful current of electricity produced by the working of a steam engine and a dynamo. On the table was fixed the resistance coil, through which the current of electricity, fresh from the dynamo, passes, and is, as it were, filtered in its passage. After that the current makes its way through a dynanometer, which both measures and indicates its power, and then, regulated by a simple contrivance, it is poured through the rheophores into the patient's limbs or body in quantities as accurately adjusted to each patient's strength and need as though they were doses of medicine.
Besides this, there were portable batteries of different sorts and capacities, static machines which gave off easily a fiveinch spark, insulated sofas and chairs, with baths of different sizes and shapes for feet, hands, and arms.
Passing behind a screen in wake of the superintendent, Mr. Timberlake and Dr. Rowe found their sought-for and much-startled neighbour. He was scarcely in a condition to receive visitors, for he sat unclothed to the waist, the attendant being engaged in holding one pole to the back of the patient's neck, while with the other he gently stroked the patient's back. The superintendent apologised to the doctor for the interruption, for hospital etiquette demands that as far as possible doctors and surgeons shall not be intruded upon while with their patients. Dr So surging round these three poor isolated ones, the frolic goes on, and Jacky, who is the contortionist of the ward, and can only get about by shuffling on his knees to the woeful destruction of his stockings?and is going to be operated upon and put up in splints shortly?moves in and out among the legs of the company as happily as though he were as straight as Adonis and had every reason to take the very brightest view of life.
Then the sisters distributed oranges and lemonade? champagne, the knowing ones call it?and someone proposes " The Health of the Prince and Princess," which is drunk with the heartiest of cheers, and though to be sure some of them ar$ rather feeble and chirrupy, of this you may be certain, that whether loud or whispered, they have in them every bit of the strength of those little ones' lungs and voices.
After that the matron remarks that it is getting late and time for little folks to be a-bed, an observation which sobers them somewhat, and the chaplain takes the hint and says few simple words, and then, after they have sung a verse of the old evening hymn, the superintendent winds up the proceedings and the visitors say " Good night" and go. As Mr. Timberlake and Dr. Rowe descend the stairs they suddenly and with one accord pull out their watches and remark that they have spent four hours in the hospital; then they add that they would never have thought it, and offer apologies which their entertainer will not hear of, and when they have shaken hands in the porch they bid him goodbye, and walk thoughtfully away. 
